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An appeals court judge has indicted one of Chile’s most polarizing political figures, Cristián Labbé,
for his alleged involvement in a string of concentration-camp killings carried out after the 1973
military coup that brought dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) to power.
Labbé, a retired Army colonel who went on to become a long-serving Santiago-area mayor
(1996-2012), was one of 10 former officers charged Oct. 20 in connection with the crimes. The case
centers on the Tejas Verdes military base that was used as a makeshift jail and torture center for
political prisoners swept up after the putsch. The officers are being investigated for the torture and
deaths of 13 detainees. Many suspect Tejas Verdes was also where the Dirección de Inteligencia
Nacional (DINA), Pinochet’s original secret police force (1973-1977), first came into being. Tejas
Verdes is approximately 120 km from Santiago in the coastal city of San Antonio.
The judge overseeing the case, Marianela Cifuentes, charged Labbé, 66, with "unlawful association,"
opting against the more serious homicide, torture, and kidnapping charges that prosecutors with
the government’s Programa de Derechos Humanos, a legal body within the Ministerio del Interior
y Seguridad Pública, continue to lobby for. Some of the other people charged, including notorious
DINA chief Manuel Contreras, are already serving time for previous convictions.
Labbé, also a DINA agent, was arrested Oct. 22 and held for two days on a Santiago military base.
He was released after posting bail, set at approximately US$860. In a Canal 13 television interview
that aired three days later, the ex-mayor of Providencia, an upscale borough directly west of
downtown Santiago, professed his innocence. "I don’t have to ask anyone’s forgiveness for what
I haven’t done. Forgiveness is only something that can be asked of God," he told the interviewer,
veteran courts reporter Pablo Honorato.
Honorato has come under scrutiny for his own Pinochet-era resume. Critics say he helped
whitewash dictatorship rights abuses by reporting as fact the regime’s doctored versions of certain
events. Many of his colleagues resigned their posts because of frustration with the way the Pinochet
government was controlling information. Honorato did not. On its Web site, the England-based
organization Human Rights International Project identifies the journalist as one of the regime’s
most influential "accomplices." Honorato "helped misinform people about executions of political
prisoners. With his reports he turned executions into ‘clashes,’" the organization claims.

Right-wing loyalists
Labbé, a member of the far-right Unión Demócrata Independiente (UDI), spent much of the
dictatorship working as Pinochet’s bodyguard. He continued to defend the now deceased
generalissimo after Chile’s return to democracy. An outspoken advocate of the military regime,
Labbé visited Pinochet when the latter was kept under house arrest in London, England, in
1998-2000, after being indicted by Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzón (NotiSur, Oct. 23, 1998). During
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that same 18-month period, Labbé organized protests in Santiago in front of the British and Spanish
Embassies.
Pinochet’s widow María Lucía Hiriart and son Marco Antonio rewarded Labbé’s loyalty by
reportedly phoning during his two-day detention last month. The four-term mayor also received a
visit from UDI party president Ernesto Silva, a congressional deputy who wasn’t even born yet when
the coup that ousted democratically elected President Salvador Allende (1970-1973) took place. In his
interview with Canal 13, Labbé described the visit from Silva, 39, as a "tremendous show of support"
and said, "It has the merit that it does because [the current UDI leaders] are just young kids. They’re
the next generation. The generation of change."
Recent UDI presidential runoff contender Evelyn Matthei came to Labbé’s defense as well,
questioning the credibility of witnesses who have come forward of late placing him at the scene of
the Tejas Verde crimes. "The only thing I can tell you is that, based on my own experience with what
happened to my father, there is a new phenomenon in the courts: witnesses who are going to lie,"
she told reporters Oct. 22.
Matthei’s father, former Air Force Gen. Fernando Matthei, was a health minister under Pinochet
and later a member of the Junta Militar (NotiSur, Nov. 22, 2013). He was investigated but never
prosecuted for the death of President Michelle Bachelet’s father, Air Force Gen. Alberto Bachelet,
who was detained after the coup and later died as a result of the harsh treatment he received. Evelyn
Matthei, a labor minister under President Sebastián Piñera (2010-2014), lost last December’s secondround presidential election soundly, finishing 24 percentage points behind Michelle Bachelet, who
took office in March (NotiSur, Dec. 20, 2013). Bachelet was also president from 2006-2010.

Stubbornly unapologetic
While UDI leaders circled the wagons, human rights advocates celebrated. For groups such as the
Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (AFDD), Labbé’s indictment and temporary
detention were particularly satisfying given how unapologetically the former mayor has flaunted his
ties to and admiration for the repressive Pinochet regime. "It’s marvelous news," said AFDD head
Lorena Pizarro. "There are some important moments on the way in the law courts."
Critics recall how in 2011 the then Providencia mayor hosted a tribute ceremony—held in a
municipal building—honoring DINA agent Miguel Krassnoff, one of the dictatorship’s most
infamous human rights violators. Krassnoff is serving multiple sentences for his crimes, which
included the abduction and disappearance of numerous civilians. One of his victims was Miguel
Enríquez, secretary general of the far-left guerrilla group Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria
(MIR). Enríquez’s son, independent politician Marco Enríquez-Ominami, ran for president in each
of Chile’s past two elections (NotiSur, Dec. 18, 2009).
Also in 2011, Labbé drew the ire of Chile’s student-led education-reform movement when he
dispatched police to clear out certain student-occupied schools, called a premature end to the
school year for those institutions, and ordered numerous students involved in the movement to be
expelled.
The measures sparked counterprotests, numerous legal challenges, and ultimately helped turn
the tide on Labbé’s long tenure as head of the municipal government. In October 2012, the largerthan-life mayor was finally voted out of office, losing 43% to 56% to a relatively unknown political
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independent and community organizer named Josefa Errázuriz (NotiSur, Nov. 16, 2012). Afterward,
Labbé refused to congratulate his opponent. "Hate, intolerance, and lack of respect have won out,"
he said.

Eyewitness accounts
Labbé dismisses the legal proceeding against him as a clear case of "political persecution." In a late
October interview with the conservative daily El Mercurio, he blamed the Ministerio del Interior
and said he is being targeted because he is the "last bastion of what’s left of the old soldiers who
maintain an unequivocal position with respect to history." Labbé went on to say that he has never
been to Tejas Verdes and was not aware of the human rights abuses committed there. "I didn’t know
about any of that," he said. "My job [at the time] was to teach physical education classes. I was in
Santiago. That’s not my issue. It doesn’t interest me. I have no idea, and I’m not going to comment
on it."
Attorneys with the Programa de Derechos Humanos insist otherwise. "What has been undoubtedly
established is that, while people were being tortured, he walked around the place acting as a
consultant to those tortures," lawyer Rodrigo Lledo told reporters.
Another person convinced of Labbé’s involvement in the Tejas Verdes crimes is journalist Javier
Rebolledo, author of a revealing 2013 book titled El Despertar de los Cuervos: Tejas Verdes, el origen
del exterminio en Chile (The Rise of the Ravens: Tejas Verdes, the Origin of Extermination in Chile).
The book includes testimony from a torture victim, a former merchant marine named Anatolio
Zárate, who claims Labbé was present during one of the brutal interrogation sessions.
Rebolledo also interviewed a former military conscript who claims he once saw Labbé in a basement
facility, below the Tejas Verdes officers’ dining quarters, that was used at the time as a torture center
and where some prisoners are believed to have been executed. The then 19-year-old soldier, Héctor
Patricio Salvo, said he was invited to the basement by Manuel Contreras and that he saw Labbé kick
one of approximately five detainees also present in the room. He said the prisoners were "strewn on
the ground, very exhausted."
"I have the impression that [Labbé] is lying when he says he was never in the dining-quarters
basement," Rebolledo told the Chilean weekly The Clinic last month. "I think he’s lying when he
says he was never present in the prisoners’ camp, because there are various detainees who saw him
walking around together with Manuel Contreras. He’s someone who has lied to legal authorities on
repeated occasions, who has hidden information, and who is responsible for the accusations against
him."

-- End --
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